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Mesopotamia during the following 2000 years. As the center of political power moved
from the southern cities of Sumer northward and upriver, so the Sumerian educational
institutions, literary traditions, and bodies of knowledge were adopted by those to the
north, first by the Akkadians, then by the Babylonians, and finally by the Assyrians,
to say nothing of many other peoples of lesser political importance (Gutians, Elamites,
Amorites, Hurrians, and Kassites). The diffusion of the Sumerian cultural tradition by
means of a systematic educational system makes it possible to speak of a massive
Mesopotamian civilization which embraced the enormous mixtures of peoples who
flowed into and through the Tigris and Euphrates river region for some 2000 years
following 2500 B.C.
The cultural achievement and educational system which characterized such
city-states as Erech, Ur, Lagash, Eridu, and Nippur were displaying a high point of
vitality and creativity at the time when Sargon of Akkad (2370-2315 B.C.) conquered
them in the twenty-fourth century B.C. The Semitic-speaking Akkadian invaders, duly
impressed by the cuneiform writing, the schools, and the literary and scientific
achievements of the Sumerians, adapted the Sumerian written language to their spoken
tongue. Sargon was able to exert widespread political authority over the Sumerian
cities not only because he built a large and effective standing army, but also because he
built a strong centralized and complex hierarchy of officialdom that amounted to the
incipient bureaucracy of empire. (See Exhibit 15.1—Imperialism at a Glance, pp.
518-519.)
Thereupon followed a period of nearly 300 years (2000 to 1700 B.C.) of
territorial contention among states with the pendulum swinging between rival groups
of oligarchies on one side and strong-man kings or tyrants on the other. Throughout
this period, the Akkadian language gained in strength until it eventually became the
official language of the entire region, while Sumerian gradually disappeared from
current usage, becoming a classical language confined largely to the scribal schools of
the temples and palaces.
The period of Sumerian history came to a close with the winning of military and
political power over Mesopotamia from still further upstream by the kings of Babylon,
the most notable being Hammurabi (1792-1750 B.C.). By 1700 B.C. the Babylonians
had spread their influence over the whole of civilized Mesopotamia, and the Sumerians
disappeared as a political entity. But their cultural and educational influence by no
means ended at that point. Just as the Akkadians had taken over Sumerian culture and
education, so did the Babylonians take over the Sumerian-Akkadian language, culture,
and education. This meant a vast expansion of influence for Sumerian education. The
spread of scribal schools not only accompanied the spread of empire but made possible
its very realization.
Despite the trend toward imperial centralization of political authority and the
disruptions caused by the Indo-European charioteer invaders beginning around 1700
B,C., there is evidence of continuing vitality and flexibility in the social organization
of the cities. Of particular interest to the history of education is the fact that
professional associations (not primarily political or economic) provided a kind of
mutual protection and status for highly trained and educated persons. There seemed to

